Annotation. We live in a global society where education goes beyond the boundaries of one educational institution or even one country. In the European Union (EU) context, mobility of university students and their multilingual competence have always been a major concern and are at the heart of the EU policy towards the integration of its country members.
Introduction
In the last decade European life has become more international and multilingual as the result of the Commission's multilingualism policy which aims at encouragement of language learning and promoting linguistic diversity in society. The EU policy document contains a clear statement on this account: 'The European Union is founded on 'unity in diversity': diversity of cultures, customs and beliefs -and of languages' (Commission of the European Communities, 2005).
There is further emphasis on this account in the documents of the EU and EC on multilingualism and intercultural competence:
European Union is founded on 'unity in diversity': diversity of cultures, customs and beliefs -and of languages. Besides the 20[1] official languages of the Union, there are 60 or so other indigenous languages….( A New Framework Strategy for Multilingualism, 2005).
The European Commission takes support and complements the Member States by indicating the importance of languages learning in higher education in promoting societal and individual multilingualism. In the Communication from the Commission is indicated that:
All students should study abroad, preferably in a foreign language, for at least one term, and should gain an accepted language qualification as part of their degree course ( 
Commission of the European Communities, 2003).
Promotion of cooperation of education institutions has already taken significant steps among universities in Europe by providing students at all levels with foreign language skills, and in this way
reducing 'a languages gap' of unevenly spread language skills across countries, and indicating the relative importance which society in different Member States attaches to language learning (Promoting Language Learning and Linguistic Diversity, 2005).
Different languages are already a part of curricula in many higher education institutions of Member States. The education activities are also carried out under different students' mobility schemes. The Erasmus exchange programme is one of the EU's education and training programmes involving more than 1,800 European universities in 30 countries and enabling 200 000 higher education students to study in a foreign country where learning a foreign language is a condition of cultural exchange. One of the main objectives of students'mobility for studies is "to benefit students educationally, linguistically and culturally from the experience of learning in other European countries" (EC Education and Training. Erasmus Student Mobility for Studies).
The analytical report made by The Gallup Organization, reveals the benefits of spending time abroad for educational purposes. According to the report:
18 out of 31 countries surveyed, the largest proportion of respondents, almost 6 in 10 (57 %) thought that having improved their foreign language skills was the most or second most important benefit of their longest learning mobility period abroad, and 4 in 10 respondents indicated a greater awareness of another culture (The Gallup Organization, 2011 ).
In addition, many employers highly value such a period abroad, which increases students' employability and job prospects. According to the study The Professional Value of Erasmus Mobility: the employers consider the internationally experienced graduates superior to other graduates as far as many other competences are concerned, and many of them believe that formerly mobile students will be more successful in their long-term career (Bracht et al., 2006) .
The above statement in line with The EU education policy documents evidence the demand for the use and learning of different languages by young people who are searching for new work experiences. Mykolas Romeris University being a modern higher education institution, a member of the Association of International Universities and the Association of European Universities participates in Erasmus students' mobility schemes and, in this way, contributes to the development of interest and to the diversity of foreign language use.
The aim of this article is to discuss the Erasmus Exchange Students' (2010/ 11) attitudes to their foreign language competence to study abroad, benefits and challenges they have encountered while applying their knowledge and language skills in study process. The authors present the analysis of the survey findings on students' reflections and experiences of studies abroad.
The research tasks:
1. To analyse Erasmus Exchange students' selfevaluation of LSP competence acquired at MRU.
2. To determine interrelation between students' language competence and study requirements in host countries.
To identify challenges and problems encountered during studies in host countries

Research Methods
The article focuses on the end-of-ERASMUS students' language competence acquired at MRU and their evaluation of linguistic performance in host countries. Qualitative studies are tools used in understanding and describing the world of human experience (Woods, 2006; Bitinas, 2006; Lemke, 1998 , Golafshani, 2003 . "The ultimate aim of qualitative research is to offer a perspective of a situation" (Myers, 2000) , which in the presented analysis is related to students' experiences gained while studying in host countries and self-assessment of their LSP competence. The instrument of the conducted research was an interview composed of 10 open-ended questions delivered and collected online.
The small research sample (20 respondents) did not allow to make any "statistical procedures or other means of quantification" (Strauss and Corbin, 1990 (Lemke, 1998) .
The authors read students' responses one by one focusing on individual comments, sometimes quite exciting and glowing and spotted common patterns of constructive feedback. The survey participants were coded by letters, consequently their real names are not revealed. In the following descriptive analysis, qualitative data was grouped and categorized, disclosing correlations between language proficiency, study requirements and success of study. Grounding of these methodological assumptions the research was conducted by grouping the surveyed students' responses according to the following categories:
1. Language competence acquired at MRU:
• Languages studied at MRU
• Self-assessment of acquired foreign language competence.
Experience of temporary study in another European country:
• Study languages
• Linguistic performance (language skills)
• Encountered problems
• Interrelation between foreign language competence and success of study.
Language competence acquired at MRU
Languages studied at MRU
The obtained findings illustrate the ratio of foreign languages studied at MRU by Erasmus exchange students participating in this survey. English was studied by the majority of Erasmus programme students (16 respondents), whereas the proportion of other languages learned at MRU was respectively lower -German (2 respondents) and French (2 respondents) (see Fig. 1 ). The distribution demonstrates the apparent advantage of English over the other foreign languages at the time of studies at MRU. 
Self-assessment of acquired foreign language competence
The sample's responses about their knowledge acquired at university ranges from excellent to satisfactory (see Table  1 .). All the respondents studied a language (English, German or French) for specific purposes (LSP The students' feedback on LSP competence provides a good impression on foreign language education at MRU. Some individual comments were full of appreciation of language teachers, and their supportive, cooperative, brilliant, demanding teaching methods and techniques which resulted in the surveyed respondents' fluency in English, German, and French.
Languages of Studies in Exchange Countries
The next interview question dealt with the study language or languages in the exchange country. Written data analysis helped identify seven languages taken for studies in a host country (see Fig. 2.) . Most of the respondents studied in English. Figure 2 illustrates the diversity of languages taken by the respondents on purpose to study in a multilingual and culturally diverse environment. The findings reveal that going on the Erasmus Exchange programme to different countries was a good opportunity for students to learn more than one language or to advance skills of other languages, consequently some of the surveyed students indicated two study languages (English and German or English and Spanish), one respondent even three languages (English, Bulgarian and Russian). In spite of the advantage of English as the most popular language of studies, the interviewed students applied the knowledge and skills of other not so popular languages, e.g.: Italian, Spanish, Bulgarian. The respondents pointed out the problems related to language fluency at the beginning of studies. They had to equip themselves with the knowledge of language in order to achieve the required level of language proficiency by doing language courses or learning individually.
Language skills necessary for active participation in study process
Level of listening comprehension to understand lectures
According to language educators the four basic language skills are related to each other by two parameters: the mode of communication: oral or written and the direction of communication: receiving or producing the message. Therefore, one of the interview questions was related to students' abilities to listen to lecturing, understand the content of lectures and to participate in lectures.
The students' responses illustrate their different levels of language comprehension at the beginning and at the end of studies:
The overall ability to understand could be described as • Definitely sufficient
• Quite sufficient
• Sufficient to understand the essence
• Insufficient (see Table 2 .). 
Categories Respondents
Definitely sufficient 7
Quite sufficient 10 Sufficient to understand the essence 2
Insufficient 1
Analysis of students' responses concerning language related problems highlighted particular patterns which were categorized according to languages and factors having caused language comprehension difficulties (see Table 3 .).
Further analysis of the problems that hindered students' learning process allowed to distinguish the following categories of language-related problems (see Table 4 .):
• Specific/ professional vocabulary;
• Lack of language proficiency;
• Lack of foreign language use;
• Study overload. -specific professional vocabulary; -lack of confidence; -lack of general vocabulary; -lack of language experience; -lack of proficiency; Table 4 . Categories of Language-related Problems.
Category Factor
Specific/ professional vocabulary -professional vocabulary and phrases; -sophisticated lecturing; -specific professional vocabulary; -special topics; -lectures aimed at native speakers; -dialect of native speakers;
Lack of language proficiency
-lack of general language vocabulary; -lack of proficiency; -lack of general vocabulary;
Lack of foreign language use
-lack of language experience; -lack of speaking skills; -lack of confidence;
Study overload -parallel languages of studies; -information overload;
Level of speaking skills to accomplish oral assignments
Speaking is the productive skill in the oral mode. It is more complex than it seems at first and involves more than just pronouncing words. According to language educators
there are 2 basic kinds of speaking situations in which we find ourselves: Interactive speaking situations which include face-to-face conversations and partially interactive, such as when giving a speech to a live audience (SIL International, 1999).
The analysis of the participants' self-assessment of speaking skills to perform oral assignments highlighted three common levels: Fluent (9 responses); sufficient (9 responses); Insufficient (2 responses).
The surveyed respondents were involved in different forms of interactive and partly interactive speaking activities such as making reports, participating in discussions, projects, workshops, lectures, speaking face-to-face to teachers during oral exams, etc.
Equal shares of the surveyed respondents described their speaking skills either as fluent or sufficient. The respondents of fluent share were more self-confident and could understand and participate in conversations within the range of personal and professional experience with a high degree of fluency and precision of vocabulary.
The respondents of sufficient share were somewhat to feel less satisfied with their speaking skills. They spoke with a little lack of fluency, no big problems, no additional difficulties, were enough fluent, but indicated that speaking tasks were a little more difficult than other tasks. The respondents of this share made rare grammar or memory related errors, and sometimes they were short of professional or general vocabulary. The benefits of well-balanced syllabus, tasks aimed at cooperation, generous tuition, and favourable assessment system were indicated by this share of respondents as important factors influencing their speaking fluency.
Only a few of the respondents got into trouble with their speaking skills by indicating the reasons related to insufficient vocabulary or spoken language very different from which had been learned at school or university.
Level of writing skills to do written assignments
Writing is the productive skill in the written mode.
According to language educators it is more complicated than it seems at first, and often seems to be the hardest of the skills, even for native speakers of a language, since it involves not just a graphic representation of speech, but the development and presentation of thoughts in a structured way (SIL International, 1999).
The analysis of self-evaluation of writing skills identified 2 categories:
1. Fluent/ more fluent than in other areas (2 respondents);
Sufficient (18 respondents).
The majority of the respondents evaluated their writing skills as sufficient by pointing out some problems they had encountered: some errors of style and grammar, new and unknown forms of assignments (e.g., essay writing), very tiring and time consuming preparation, the need of tutor's assistance to cope with the task, etc.
A few of the surveyed respondents rated their writing skills as fluent or more fluent in relation to other skills, e.g., writing is easier compared to other skills, reading results in good writing, in written it's easier to express ideas.
Interrelation between foreign language proficiency and success of study
1. Study requirements for Erasmus students language proficiency
According to Erasmus programme requirements, education institutions participating in Erasmus programmes expect outgoing students to be acquainted with languages of incoming countries. Therefore, Erasmus Exchange students are supposed to have at least one of the following:
• a Higher or 'AS' certificate in that language;
• other qualification demonstrating a minimum of level B1-experience of formal study in that language;
• a minimum of one year university level study (as a non-beginner). As not all partner universities offered English programmes, the outgoing students of this research had to learn the language of the host country. Depending on where they went, they were offered intensive language courses by host institutions or took language courses at home, e.g. French, Italian, Spanish. Specialized Erasmus Intensive Language Courses (EILC) for the less taught languages were organised where these languages were used as languages of instruction, e.g. Bulgarian, Greek.
For the processes of effective Erasmus Exchange mobility, MRU relates to Erasmus requirements and provides the outgoing students with the proof of language proficiency by evaluating the outgoing students' linguistic preparation. Only those, whose level of foreign language is not less than 8 in the evaluation scale from 1 to 10, are eligible to go abroad.
The correlation between foreign language proficiency and success of study
The feedback related to the influence of language proficiency on success of studies shows that roughly all of the surveyed respondents had a good opportunity to advance their professional knowledge. Language proficiency resulted in upgrading in the field of study and better assessments during exams. The ability to apply language in everyday communication more effectively was also indicated as one of the benefits. Erasmus programmes develop interest in foreign languages but the fact that the students are not good at the language of instruction at the beginning of their study period abroad is a reason for concern: how can one expect recognition of study during that period if they start the study period abroad with a relatively low level of language proficiency.
Skills acquired on the Erasmus Exchange helped the students to develop:
1. The proficiency in English as a first or second language;
2. The competence in languages other than English;
3. Professional skills;
4. Forms and study techniques;
5. The greater confidence and motivation in studies.
Conclusions
The qualitative research of the students' experience of studies abroad has revealed:
1. Going on the Erasmus Exchange programme to different countries is a good opportunity for students to advance language skills or to learn other languages than English. The surveyed students studied in seven languages; however, the most usable languages were English, German, Russian, and French. The foreign language fluency results in achievement of higher level of professional skills and better evaluation in the field of study.
2.
The findings evidence a positive correlation between students' foreign language proficiency and learning outcomes: students improve their foreign language proficiency, get to know another academic environment, access to a wide range of subject areas, take opportunities to experience different learning practices and teaching methods and possibly acquire knowledge that is more likely to be offered abroad than at home, and are better qualified for a professional career at home.
3. Among language-related problems four categories were identified: a) specific/ professional vocabulary; b) lack of language proficiency; c) lack of foreign language use; d) study overload.
Undoubtedly, ERASMUS contributes to developing interest in foreign languages. The analysis of the surveyed students' self-assessment of language skills has proved the relevance of foreign language proficiency to active participation in the study process.
